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      The universe has a sick sense of humor.

      I've been telling myself this for the past three hours as my rental car crawls along a Vermont highway that's disappearing under a blanket of snow. The windshield wipers are losing their battle against the white stuff, my GPS lost signal twenty minutes ago, and somewhere in my overnight bag is a crumpled assignment sheet from my editor that reads: Spend Valentine's Day at the Ashby Inn. Write something with heart. Save your column.

      Margot's idea of a joke, I'm sure. Send the anti-Valentine's Day blogger to the most romantic inn in America. Watch her squirm. Laugh all the way to increased click-through rates.

      I grip the steering wheel tighter as the car shudders over a patch of ice. The town of Cupid's Corner should be just ahead, according to the last directions I managed to screenshot before my phone decided that cellular service was optional in this frozen wasteland. Population 2,800, famous for its Valentine's Day Festival, home to the historic Ashby Inn where couples have been falling in love since 1847.

      Gag me.

      The sign appears through the swirling snow like a hallucination: Welcome to Cupid's Corner, Where Love Finds a Way. It's shaped like a heart, because of course it is. Below it, someone has added a cheerful banner announcing the upcoming festival, complete with cartoon cupids shooting arrows at unsuspecting passersby.

      I take the turn onto Main Street a little too fast. The car fishtails, my stomach drops, and suddenly I'm sliding sideways in what feels like slow motion. The world spins in a kaleidoscope of white and gray until the rental car comes to rest with a gentle thump, its front end buried in a snowbank directly in front of a sprawling Victorian building.

      For a long moment, I just sit there, hands still frozen on the wheel, heart hammering against my ribs. The engine sputters and dies. Steam rises from somewhere under the hood, mixing with the falling snow.

      "Perfect," I mutter to the empty car. "Just perfect."

      I unbuckle my seatbelt and shove open the door, which protests with a creak of cold metal. The wind hits me like a slap, stealing my breath and sending snowflakes straight into my eyes. I'm wearing a wool coat that seemed reasonable in my Boston apartment this morning but now feels about as protective as tissue paper.

      The trunk pops open on the third try. My suitcase is wedged in there like it's trying to hide from the weather, and honestly, I don't blame it. I'm wrestling with the handle, my laptop bag slung across my body, when a voice cuts through the wind.

      "Need some help?"

      I spin around, startled, and my laptop bag swings wide with the momentum. It connects with something solid. Something that says "Oof" and stumbles backward.

      Oh no.

      The man standing in front of me is tall, with broad shoulders and dark hair that's already collecting snowflakes. He's also pressing a hand to his eyebrow, and when he pulls it away, his fingers are red.

      "Oh my God." I abandon my suitcase entirely and rush toward him, nearly slipping on the icy pavement. "I am so sorry. Are you okay? You're bleeding. Why are you bleeding so much? Head wounds aren't supposed to bleed that much, are they? Should I call someone?"

      He's laughing. The man I just assaulted with my laptop bag is actually laughing, even as blood trickles down his temple in a thin crimson line.

      "I'm fine," he says, his voice warm despite the circumstances. "Really. It's just a scratch."

      "That's not a scratch. That's a crime scene." I fumble in my coat pocket for the travel pack of tissues I always carry and press them against his eyebrow before I can think better of it. He's taller than me by several inches, which means I have to reach up, which means I'm suddenly very aware of how close we're standing. "Hold this. Keep pressure on it."

      His hand comes up to replace mine, and our fingers brush. His are cold from the weather but somehow still send a jolt of warmth through me that I absolutely refuse to examine.

      "I'm Griffin," he says, like we're meeting at a cocktail party instead of in a snowbank after I've drawn first blood. "Griffin Ashby. I run the inn."

      Of course he does. Of course the first person I meet in this ridiculous town is the owner of the place I'm supposed to be writing an exposé about, and of course I've already given him a black eye.

      "Tatum Lindquist," I manage. "I have a reservation. Obviously not a great first impression."

      Something flickers across his face at my name. Recognition? But it passes quickly, replaced by a grin that crinkles the corners of his eyes. They're a warm brown, I notice, like coffee with just a splash of cream. The kind of eyes that look like they smile even when the rest of his face isn't.

      Not that I'm noticing his eyes. I'm a professional.

      "Actually," Griffin says, "I'd say this is the most memorable check-in we've ever had. Come on, let's get you inside before we both freeze to death. I'll grab your bags."

      "You're injured. I'll get my own bags."

      "I've had worse." He's already heading for my sad, stranded suitcase, leaving a trail of footprints in the fresh snow. "Besides, Ashby hospitality. My grandmother would have my head if I let a guest carry her own luggage."

      I want to argue, but the wind is howling and my fingers are going numb and there's something about the way he said "grandmother" that makes me think arguing would be pointless anyway. So I follow him up the steps of the Ashby Inn, trying not to notice the way his shoulders move under his flannel shirt or the confident ease of his stride despite the still-bleeding cut above his eye.

      The inn's lobby hits me like a warm embrace. It's all exposed wooden beams and crackling fireplace, plush velvet furniture in deep reds and creams, and the faint scent of cinnamon and something baking. Heart-shaped decorations are strung across the ceiling in various stages of completion, and garlands of red and pink roses drape over the mantle.

      It's disgustingly charming. It's exactly the kind of manufactured romance I've built my career mocking.

      I kind of love it.

      "Sit," Griffin says, depositing my suitcase near the front desk and gesturing to a settee by the fire. "I'll get something for this." He waves vaguely at his eyebrow, which is still seeping through the tissues.

      "I should be getting you something. I'm the one who gave you a concussion."

      "It's not a concussion." He's already disappearing through a door behind the desk, and I'm left standing in the middle of the lobby like an awkward statue, dripping melting snow onto what's probably an antique rug.

      I sink onto the settee because I don't know what else to do. The fire crackles and pops, sending warmth seeping into my frozen bones. A grandfather clock in the corner ticks steadily, and somewhere deeper in the inn, I can hear the faint clatter of dishes and the murmur of voices.

      It's peaceful in a way that makes my shoulders unknot. Cozy in that specific way that suggests afternoons lost in leather-bound books. The kind of place that probably has hot chocolate topped with real whipped cream—the kind they make fresh, not from a can—and elderly couples holding hands over candlelit dinners, celebrating their fiftieth anniversaries.

      I pull out my phone and tap out a quick text to Margot with fingers still clumsy from the cold: Arrived. Nearly killed the innkeeper with my suitcase. Drew actual blood. This is going GREAT.

      Griffin reappears from the back room with a bag of frozen peas wrapped in a kitchen towel—the old-fashioned kind with little chickens embroidered on it—and a well-stocked first aid kit tucked under his arm. He settles onto the settee beside me, close enough that our shoulders almost brush, close enough that I catch a hint of his scent: woodsmoke from tending the fire and something clean and crisp, like fresh laundry dried on a line.

      "Here." I take the first aid kit from him before he can protest, my fingers brushing his as I do. "Let me at least fix what I broke."

      He hands me the peas with a wry smile that crinkles the corners of his eyes. "My grandmother's going to love you."

      "Your grandmother's going to think I'm a menace to society." I press the frozen peas gently to his eyebrow and use my free hand to dig through the first aid kit for antiseptic wipes. "Hold still. This might sting."

      "You know, most guests just fill out the registration card."

      "I like to make an entrance." The cut isn't as bad as all the blood suggested. It's small, just above his right eyebrow, but it's going to leave a bruise. "I really am sorry. I didn't hear you coming up behind me."

      "Storm's pretty loud." His eyes meet mine as I dab at the cut, and something in my chest does a weird little flutter that I immediately attribute to low blood sugar. "And I probably shouldn't have startled you. Lesson learned: approach guests from the front, not the side."

      "Especially the violent ones."

      "You're not violent. You're just..." He pauses, considering. "Enthusiastic."

      A surprised laugh escapes me before I can stop it. "That's generous."

      "I'm a generous guy." The way he says it, easy and warm, makes me believe him. There's no edge to him, no hint of irritation despite the fact that I literally drew blood within thirty seconds of meeting him. He just sits there patiently while I apply a butterfly bandage to his eyebrow, looking at me like I'm something interesting instead of a disaster.

      The front door opens with a gust of cold air, and I jerk back guiltily, putting several inches of appropriate distance between us. An elderly woman bustles in, small and sharp-eyed, wrapped in a purple cardigan that's seen better decades.

      "Griffin Marcus Ashby." Her voice carries the particular authority of grandmothers everywhere, the kind that could silence a room full of rowdy children or make grown men straighten their spines. "Why are you bleeding in my lobby?"

      "Guest checked in," Griffin says mildly, unfazed by the full-name treatment. "Mabel, this is Tatum Lindquist. Tatum, my grandmother, Mabel Ashby."
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